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Sitting cross-legged on his Stanford Hospital bed, Harakhchand Savla tells a story about his brain tumor. 

After doctors in India diagnosed his cancer last year, those close to him were scared. They feared for his life, but something else was unsettling: If this could happen to Harakhchand, who had rarely been sick, what might happen to them? 

"This is a happiness tumor, not cancerous," he remembers reassuring them. "Only a person with good, brilliant children who are married to spouses even more talented (gets this). So whoever is happy as me will get it, not others. Not to worry." 

As he spoke, nurses helping with his clinical trial were preparing to administer his monthly dose of an experimental vaccine in late January. 

He is Stanford's first patient in the trial of a drug researchers hope will increase life expectancy for glioblastoma patients, who usually die within two years of their initial diagnosis. Glioblastoma is the most common and aggressive type of brain tumor, and the disease is diagnosed in more than 10,000 people every year in the United States. 

Celldex Therapeutics owns the vaccine and is sponsoring the trial at Stanford and other sites around the country. The vaccine, known as CDX-110, stimulates the immune system to attack a mutant cancer protein and in the process temporarily destroys the cancer. So far, studies have shown promising results with the vaccine slowing the return of tumors. (To read more about the trial, go to med.stanford.edu/clinicaltrials/detail.do?studyId=725.) 

It will take five or six years of study and, if it's found effective, another year to bring the vaccine to market, said Dr. Lawrence Recht, the neuro oncologist running the trial at Stanford. Ideally, it might work against other cancers, such as those of the breast, head, neck and lung. 

Savla was selected for the trial after his son, Anup, who lives in the Bay Area, found it as he searched for drugs that might extend his father's life. 

Savla and a nurse, Cathy Recht, bantered and joked, but the topic of death was woven throughout his visit. At one point, Savla said, "If you live long enough, you're going to die," and Recht replied, "Growing old is the gift you get for not dying young." Recht, who is married to Lawrence Recht, explained that this cancer is particularly devastating because the brain affects everything - movement, thinking, feeling. She turned to Savla: "You have beautiful inner strength." 

His ordeal began in August with a persistent mild headache that lasted two weeks. Doctors in Ahmedabad, India, diagnosed his brain cancer and two days later removed the tumor. Through Internet research, his two sons determined their father's best long-term hope was a cutting-edge clinical trial and then found one at Stanford near their homes. In November, Savla, a 58-year-old retired small business owner, and his wife of 34 years, Manjula, flew from India to live with their son Anup in San Mateo. 

Savla faces blood tests every two weeks for a year. His chemotherapy, a drug called Temodar, every month. The vaccine every month. An MRI every eight weeks. "We're watching to see if the tumor comes back," said Recht, who added with a smile: "But yours isn't going to come back." 

The trial will eventually involve 90 people across the country, but it's tough finding subjects. For one thing, patients must have had their tumor almost completely removed, a hard thing to do. And those tumors must test positive for the protein, epidural growth-releasing factor vIII. 

So far, Stanford has tested eight people with glioblastoma for the protein and four had it. Of those four, one woman lived in Colombia and couldn't get to the United States. Another person was randomized into a control group, meaning she wouldn't get the vaccine and so declined to take part because she lived far away. Savla was the third person. A fourth is waiting to see if he'll be given the vaccine or put in the control group. Nationwide, 96 people have been tested, and 13 have been approved for the trial. 

This trial has no placebo, so Savla knows he's getting the treatment. 

Experts say the tumor always returns. No cure, no breakthrough yet. The progress made so far mirrors what has happened with other cancers - little successful steps that build on each other to improve the length and quality of a patient's life, said Lawrence Recht. He is also working on developing early detection of glioblastoma in people who have a higher risk of developing a brain tumor such as childhood cancer survivors. 

Savla hopes the vaccine leads to something like the smallpox vaccine, which eradicated the disease. 

In India, generations of families often live together. It's such a comfort for Savla and his wife to live now with one son and be near the other in Mountain View as well as being a short plane ride from their daughter and grandchild in San Diego. 

Savla says it doesn't make sense to worry too much about the tumor. 

"Life has uncertainty," he said. "When you come out of the house, there is even uncertainty, even on the road. It's not that scary. Nothing is permanent. We are impermanent. The tumor is impermanent also." 

